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THE CO NTEXT O F S O C IA L IZ A T IO N  IN  D A G B O N
The Dagomba kingdom has many o f the cha rac te ris tic  features o f o ther 
societies w ith in  the V o lta ic  cu ltu re  area inc lud ing  socia l d iffe re n tia tio n  o f 
the popu la tion  in to  two main groups: an imm igrant ru ling  class, whose m ilita ry  
power and p o lit ic a l p r iv ile g e  have been based upon con tro l o f ca lva ry  and 
armaments; and the indigenous popu la tion  id e n tif ie d  w ith  the land , w ith  
farm ing and the c u lt o f the shrines o f the earth sp ir it w h ich  are in the. care 
o f the Land priests.
Is lam ization  o f the kingdom has taken place in the last two hundred 
years w ith  the result tha t the m ajor annual and domestic ceremonials conta in  
a large part o f muslim r itu a l and ideo logy and a t the recent census 53% o f 
the popu la tion  were recorded as being Muslims and that i t  Is thought to  be 
an advantage, as regards personal prestige , to  id e n tify  oneself w ith  pub lic  
m anifestations o f the re lig io n , i f  not w ith  a l l  the re lig ious  observances and 
l ife  ru les. Most muslims are from Yendi and Tam ale. Muslim  dress and 
names are very  common. In the last few decades there have been some 
attempts a t C hris tian  conversion but the success has been n e g lig ib le . Five 
per cent o f the popu la tion  say they are C hris tians. Most o f thece converts 
in the area are foreigners resident in Dagbon.
The popu la tion  is about 260 ,000 and not very  dense, about 20 per 
square m ile  over much o f the a rea , though this is high in density when com­
pared w ith  th e ir  southern neighbours, the G o n ja . People liv e  in nucleated 
v illa g e s  most o f w h ich  have less than 200 inhab itan ts . The few larger com­
m unities w h ich  we could term towns, in tha t people cannot have persona! 
face to face contacts w ith  everyone else in the com m unity and there is a 
considerable degree o f econom ic sp e c ia liz a tio n , -  correspond w ith  the 
d is trib u tio n  o f  the more im portant d iv is io n a l chiefdoms w ith in  the p o lit ic a l 
h ie ra rchy .
The Dagomba are subsistence a g ricu ltu ra lis ts  depending more upon 
g ra in  and yam c u lt iv a tio n  than livestock for food , though c a ttle  form an 
im portant store o f w ea lth  and goats and fow ls a soufce o f sac rifice  and 
p ro te in .
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Surplus foodstuffs are sold in the loca l markets, w h ich  are held  in 
six day cycles and are the focus o f much o f the in te rna l movement and a means 
o f spreading news.
The observer soon gets the impression that the popu la tion  is a h ig h ly  
m obile one, for there is frequent short term trave l to d is tan t markets; to  v is it  
re la tives; to a ttend funerals and other festiva ls; there is considerab le personal 
m igration to  find  bette r areas to farm; to fo llo w  re la ted  ch ie fs as they succeed 
to o ffice  and to find better opportun ities for c ra ft s p e c ia liz a tio n . Spatia l 
m o b ility  is also a function  o f the kinsh ip system, brought about by rearing o f 
ch ild ren  w ith  parents' re la tives in other towns, separation o f spouses a fte r  
b ir th , movement a t marriage and so on . It may very  w e ll be tha t the amount 
o f short and long term spatia l m o b ility  o f the popu la tion  va rie s , in the d i f ­
ferent groups in the soc ie ty . The indigenous popu la tion  probably are more 
strongly rooted In the loca l parishes or r itu a l areas in w h ich  they are born , w h ile  
high m o b ility  is corre la ted w ith  ho ld ing o f t it le s  in the p o lit ic a l h ie ra rch y , and 
pursuit o f specia list trades and cra fts , pa rtly  because these la tte r  men are o ften  
linked by ties o f c lien tage  to the c h ie fly  class.
W ith  regard to the tra d itio n a l p o lit ic a l o rg a n iza tio n , however l i t t le  
tangib le  power the chiefs may now have in the modern p o lit ic a l co n te x t, they 
do have a considerable amount o f prestige and in fluence  and tra d it io n a l p o lit ic a l 
offices are s t i l l  the ob jec t o f much jealous com petition  and r iv a lr y ,  candidates 
often spending large sums o f money on try ing  to obta in  success, m oreover educated 
men take part in these p o lit ic a l r iv a lr ie s . A t the apex o f the p o lit ic a l h ie ra rchy  
is the Ya N a , the king or paramount c h ie f, who has often had in the past and 
s t il l has a d if f ic u lt  task to w ie ld  in to  one loya l u n it the d iv is ions o f sub-chiefdom s 
held by jealous princes often ready to usurp his sk in . There are several ranked 
categories o f ch ie fs , each In charge o f a larger or sm aller segment o f the k ingdom , 
subject to the au tho rity  o f the Ya Na and each c h ie f in turn in charge o f lesser 
chiefs and v illa g e  headman under h im . One im portant feature o f the system, as 
I have already m entioned, w hich a ffects m o b ility  and v il la g e  com position is tha t 
chiefs move around in graded ladders w ith in  the ranks o f the p o lit ic a l h ie ra rchy 
from one v illa g e  ch ie fsh ip to  the next t i l l  they reach th e ir  term inus.
Accord ing to th e ir rank and status chiefs are served by a number o f 
musicians who act as praise singers, news 'vendors, recorders o f h is to ry and
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genea log ica l experts; by w arrio rs , p o lit ic a l advisers, servants (some form erly 
slaves) and others. A  number o f these plus re la tives and hangers-on a ttach  
themselves to a p a rticu la r c h ie f for th e ir  mutual bene fit and fo llo w  him ift 
his m igrations so long as i t  suits them . In the larger towns and d iv is iona l cap ita ls  
the professionals and trade specialists tend to  live  in th e ir  own wards under the ir 
respective heads. Thus there may be a drummers' section w ith  a head drummer 
and several ju n io r drummers who e ith e r gained th e ir  o ffices from a previous 
c h ie f or fo llow ed  the present one and have been rewarded w ith  t it le s  for th e ir 
favours. Drummers' t it le s  vary  from place to  p lace but several t it le s  are com­
mon. The head drummer in Yendi is the c h ie f o f a ll the drummers in Dagbon. 
S im ila rly  the warriors have th e ir  ranked and graded t it le s ,  w h ile  the butchers, 
barbers, blacksm iths have one or more t i t le  holders in a tow n . The head o f 
each group is responsible fo r seeing tha t the ch ie f's  needs are sa tis fied . The 
re la tionsh ip  between c h ie f and spec ia lis t is often one in w hich strong ties o f 
patronage and c lie n tsh ip  bind the two in a re c ip ro ca lly  advantageous re la t io n ­
sh ip , services being exchanged fo r favours, goods and p riv ile g e s . As we shall 
note elsewhere often patron and c lie n t are bound by real or f ic t it io u s  ties o f 
k insh ip  or a f f in ity .
It is very  d if f ic u lt  to say much about the Dagomba k insh ip  system in 
general a t th is stage for th is is a d iffe re n tia te d  socie ty in w h ich  each group 
needs to be examined in d e ta il.  It seems, on the basis o f the l i t t le  data 
co lle c te d  so fa r, tha t i t  is true to say that the Dagomba have nonuni linea l' 
descent groups or descending k indreds. These appear to f i t  Davenport s 
descrip tion  (AmAnth 1950) in that groups exist in w h ich  members trace 
th e ir  re la tionsh ip  l in e a lly  through e ith e r or both sexes to a common ancestor. 
These groups are four to six generations in depth and each group has its own 
id e n t ity ,  -  being referred to  as the ch ild ren  o f a p a rticu la r named grandparent 
possessing ce rta in  property in common such as cows and heirlooms and p a r t i­
c ip a tin g  in corporate r itu a ls . M arriage is regulated by group members -  fo r 
a lthough these are not exogamous or endogamous groups two k in  cannot marry 
in to  the same one and one man cannot marry two w ives from the same one.
The k indred or "dang" appears to  segment in to  groups o f s ib lings who are 
represented*in fa m ily  matters by the oldest s ib lin g , who has in fluence  and 
a u th o rity  over his ju n io r s ib lings . These descent groups seem somewhat 
dispersed and membership is ove rlapp in g , fo r a person may continue to 
p a rtic ip a te  in more than one group. Investiga tion  may show tha t residence
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and social p a rtic ip a tio n  are often factors fix in g  a f f i l ia t io n  to one or more such 
descending kindreds. The descent group head is the oldest man (or woman) o f 
the senior generation . He possesses inherited  r itu a l and o ther fa m ily  p rope rty , 
informs members o f fam ily  festiva ls , arranges and sanctions m arriages, and 
supervises sharing o f inheritance between he irs. Part o f his duties are delegated 
to the senior siblings o f component segments who may deal w ith  fa m ily  matters 
a fte r inform ing h im .
The depth o f personal genealogy remembered and s ig n if ic a n t to  the 
ind iv idua l varies from group to group and person to  person. The roya l p a tr i­
cian can trace its p o lit ic a lly  s ig n ifica n t genealogy back fo r s ixteen or more 
generations. The feat o f remembering th is in a l l its ram fica tions is the task 
o f the drummers. Thus anyone who can trace re la tionsh ip  w ith  a member o f 
the ru ling  dynasty can au to m a tica lly  work out his genea logy fo r sixteen 
generations or more. Also men who have succeeded to professional t it le s  
may be able to count back through several generations o f holders o f the 
o ffice  e ithe r in the p a tr ilin e  or m a tr ilin e , whereas on the o ther hand com­
moners, for whom it  is o f no p o lit ic a l or o ther advantage to  remember many 
forebears may on ly recount back as far as a grandfather or g reat g randfa ther 
in any or a ll lines, depending upon f i l ia t io n .  For commoners i t  is w id e ly  
ram ifying cognatic ties w h ich seem im portant and are remembered. Then in 
the case o f slaves incorporated in to  fa m ilie s , in enqu iring  in to  the genea logy, 
one may find it  stops abrup tly  one generation ba ck . Thus the depth o f 
genealogy remembered and the p a rticu la r cogna tic  ties accounted s ig n if ic a n t 
by an ind iv idua l are pa rtly  a func tion  o f the p o lit ic a l o r professional t it le s  
held by his ancestors and the s ign ificance  o f ce rta in  ancestors fo r his career 
or w e ll b e in g .
The basic un it o f social o rgan iza tion  is the household liv in g  in a 
single w a lled  compound or house. Its nucleus is an e lem entary or polygamous 
fam ily  to which may be attached the descendants o f the head's g rand fa the r, 
that is the head's c lass ifica to ry  or fu ll brothers and sisters and th e ir  ch ild ren  
and grandch ild ren , and since marriage is v i r i lo c a l,  also the head's w ives 
and his sons' and brothers' w ives. The strong ties daughters and sisters re ta in  
w ith  the ir natal homes and the practices o f fostering are such tha t in a sample 
c f  households there were found to be as many people re la ted  to  the household 
head through his daughters and sisters as through his brothers and sons.^
Census data from 58 households was co lle c te d  in one v il la g e  by T a it. 
Records are deposited in the Balme lib ra ry , Legon.
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Thus almost th ir ty  per cent o f the inmates were the daughters and daughters' 
ch ild ren  o f the household heads w h ile  on ly  tw enty  two per cent were sons and 
th e ir  w ives and c h ild re n .
The male head o f the household w ie lds domestic a u th o rity  and super­
vises the econom ic a c tiv it ie s  o f the household. He also prays to his ancestors 
on beh a lf o f the members o f the household. As regards o rgan iza tion  o f domestic 
a ffa  irs the resident sister, or occas iona lly  mother o f the householder or his 
firs t w ife ,  is the senior o f the women. Especially in ch ie fs ' houses the la tte r 
has an im portant and respected role to p la y . In polygamous households 
domestic and m arita l functions are performed by each w ife  in tu rn .
The size and composition o f the domestic group in w h ich  a c h ild  is 
reared and tra ined  varies considerab ly accord ing to the estate, rank, occu ­
p a tio n ,w e a lth  and m atu rity  o f its household head. Households may va ry  in 
size between one and f i f ty  or more occupants. W hile  those ch ie fs , limams, 
ward heads tend to  have tw enty  or more members there is some evidence that 
the mean and modal sizes are much low er, approx im ate ly  8 and 5 re sp e c tive ly , 
showing that the m a jo rity  o f u n title d  commoners households are re la t iv e ly  small 
p a rtly  because the la tte r seldom have more than tw o or three w ives w h ile  a 
c h ie f may have ten or more. C h ild ren  are gene ra lly  re la ted by ties o f k insh ip  
or marriage to the head o f the household in w h ich they live  and should a 
friend 's  son come tem pora rily  to live  in the house to be tra in e d , his re la tionsh ip  
to the head w i l l  s t i l l  be expressed in the k insh ip  id iom .
On the basis o f acto r's  statem ent, household censuses and analysis o f 
questionnaires adm inistered to school ch ild ren  i t  w ould seem that the fo llo w in g  
observations concerning the c h ild  and its near k in  have some elem ent o f general 
a p p lic a t io n .
It is w ith  o ther members o f his e lem entary fam ily  tha t the c h ild  is usually 
most c lose ly  in vo lve d , w ith  his m other, fa ther and s ib lings . The fa the r is the 
most respected and k ind  in g iv in g  things to his ch ild ren  w h ile  the mother is most 
beloved and seen most o fte n . Considerable d is like  o f s ib lings is expressed, w h ich 
may possibly be d irec ted  against successive rather than much o lde r or younger 
s ib lings , towards whom the re la tionsh ip  may assume some o f the characte ris tics  
o f parent f i l ia l  t i e .
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The next two re la tives who figure  most prom inently  in the c h ild 's  
domestic environm ent are the fa ther's  sister, who is often resident in the 
household or the re la tive  to whom a g ir l is sent to be reared; and the 
mother's b ro the r, who may be v is ited  frequently  or in whose house a c h ild  
may be l iv in g .  Both are considered k ind  but the fa ther's  sister is also the 
o b jec t o f fear and d is lik e . Throughout her l ife  a woman retains strong 
links w ith  her fam ily  o f o r ig in , w h ich are p e r io d ic a lly  renewed by more or 
less prolonged stays w ith  her fa ther or bro ther, a fte r p a rtu r it io n , d ivo rce , 
w idowhood and at the menopause. This results in a considerable number o f 
household heads'sisters residing w ith  them . Twenty five  were found liv in g  
in a sample o f f i f ty  e igh t compounds, (c f E. Goody 1960). The ro le  o f 
the house-owner's sister is a respected one and has greater prestige and 
a u th o rity  in o ld  age than even tha t o f firs t w ife , for a sister takes prece­
dence over her brothers' w ives and is addressed by them as husband.
Grandparents are ty p ic a lly  k ind  and indulgent to  th e i/  g randch ild ren . 
Two factors however w h ich a ffe c t the composition o f the households mean 
that a m a jo rity  o f households have a two generational s truc tu re , so that 
most ch ild ren  do not live  w ith  th e ir grandparents, espec ia lly  as they are 
grow ing o ld e r. The two factors are nam ely, that sons tend to  sp lit away 
from the parental household when they have ch ild ren  o f th e ir  own (in 
s ix ty  e igh t households on ly e igh t were found to conta in  heads' sons and 
th e ir  ch ild ren  and these were m a in ly  households o f senior t i t le d  men). 
Secondly women who leave th e ir husbands tend to go to stay w ith  th e ir 
brothers and not th e ir sons and so live  as fa ther's  sisters in th e ir  kinsmen's 
households not as grandmothers in th e ir  sons' households.
M other's sisters p lay a re la tiv e ly  unim portant role in a ch ild 's  life  
as they are not often coresident. On the other hand the fa ther's younger 
brother is often liv in g  in the same household as his brother's ch ild ren  (17 
were found to be resident in 58 households) and i t  seems as though he is 
sometimes d is like d , presumably for the beatings he may g ive  and a number 
o f ch ild ren  also live  in the households o f th e ir fa ther's o lde r b ro the r. In 
summary then we may say that in the m a jo rity  o f cases the re la tives  liv in g  
in the same households as the grow ing ch ild  are his parents, his own s ib lings , 
and fa ther's  s ib lings. Certa in mechanisms are at work however in a number 
o f cases w hich detach the c h ild  from his nata l household and a ttach  him 
to  ano the r. Dagomba dogma and .practice both c le a r ly  demonstrate tha t in a
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considerable number o f cases it  is not the real parent o f a c h ild  who is the 
main s o c ia liz in g  agent during his youth; instead it may be the father's 
s ib ling  or mother's fa ther or brother or another re la tive  who becomes, in a 
sense, the social parent o f the c h ild .  For both maternal and paternal re ­
la tives hold and may exercise ce rta in  rights to rear and tra in  a couple 's 
c h ild re n . These rights and the exercise o f them may vary accord ing to 
estate and professional group membership and w ith  personal econom ic, 
domestic and o ther circum stances. These practices o f rearing re la tives ' 
c h ild re n , here termed foste ring , and adoption may be v iew ed as spec ific  
'mechanisms w h ich  detach the c h ild  from its parents and a ttach it  to members 
o f the w ide r k insh ip  group' (c f Firth 1936 p. 190). The term fostering is 
here used to re fe r to the in s titu tio n  through which parents tem porarily  hand 
over the respons ib ility  for rearing the c h ild  to a re la t iv e . The ch ild  goes 
to  I Ive w ith  the foste r-paren t to serve and be tra ined by him or her. There 
are no b ind ing  sanctions com pe lling  him to go or stay w ith  the foster parent 
and his re la tions w ith  his true parents are in no way severed. A doption  is 
used to refer to the p rac tice  whereby a c h ild  is ce rem on ia lly  and r itu a lly  
transferred from its parents to its adopted parents (who are maternal re la tives) 
a fte r  being chosen by d iv in a tio n . The c h ild  or his parents refuse the summons 
to go on the pain o f dea th . The adopting parents re ta in  some claim s in the 
c h ild  throughout his life  and he may continue to live  w ith  them t i l l  marriage 
or a fte r .  A fte r  discussing the dogma concerning rights and claims to ch ild ren  
held by p a rtic u la r re la tives  in the lig h t o f a sample o f data I shall draw some 
te n ta tive  conclusions about the functions o f fostering and adop tion .
It is p la in ly  stated by in d iv id u a l Dagomba in discussions about rearing 
ch ild ren  that parents never have com plete contro l over th e ir  o ffspring w h ile  
th e ir  senior s ib lings and parents are a l iv e ,  for the parents themselves are under 
the con tro l o f th e ir  own parents and also under the in fluence  o f the heads o f 
th e ir  k indreds. Indeed parents are not even thought to  be the best or most 
com petent people to bring up th e ir  ch ild ren  and should not keep a ll o f them.'
So even w h ile  ch ild ren  live  in th e ir  parents' house o ther people in fluence  
th e ir  mode o f tra in in g  such as by preventing a fa ther from sending a c h ild  
to schoo l. In the extreme case a fa ther's  s ib ling  may come to c la im  a son 
on pain o f dea th , or again grandparents may curse th e ir ch ild ren  w ith  death , 
disease or he ll fo r not g iv in g  them some grandch ild ren to rear and serve them 
(c f Rattray 1932 p.  263). As regards the claims o f paternal re la tives Dagomba
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say that ch ild ren  cannot be taken to the father's side as they are a lready there 
and there is no term for fostering by the paternal re la tives; nevertheless i t  is 
ax iom atic  that sons should be g iven to th e ir  fathers' brothers to be educated, 
w h ile  g ir ls  should be given to th e ir father's sisters for they w i l l  be s tr ic te r in 
rearing them and w il l  not spoil them . Thus a ch ild  may be g iven a t the age 
o f between four and e igh t and stay w ith  the paternal uncle  or aunt u n til 
m arriage. In fact a g ir l 's  ties w ith  her father's sister may begin before b irth  
and not end w ith  m arriage, for a woman may establish her c la im  over her 
brother's ch ild  before it  is born by perform ing the pregnancy ceremony for 
her s is te r- in - la w  and provid ing things for her confinem ent and to i le t  a rtic le s  
for the new baby. I f  her ties w ith  the g ir l are very strong the la tte r may even 
choose to go and stay w ith  her a fte r the b irth  o f her own c h ild  instead o f 
going to her own mother. It is said that the c la im  of a senior sister to take 
a daughter can scarcely be denied because o f her in flu e n tia l position in the 
fa m ily . When a g ir l has been fostered thus by her fa ther's  sister it  is to 
her that the g ir l 's  suitors w i l l  pay th e ir  respects when asking fo r her hand 
in m arriage. As regards the c la im  o f maternal re la tives  some say it  is common 
for a man to g ive  one o f his ch ild ren  to  his w ife 's  parents, to quo te , " I f  a 
man gives his daughter to a man in marriage the husband may g ive  back a 
ch ild  to his w ife 's  fa ther so that the other ch ild ren  who stay w ith  th e ir  fa the r 
may know th e ir mother's side through th e ir brother who has returned the re . 
Having been sent free ly  the boy may return a t w i l l " .  In ac tua l fa c t the 
claims o f the mother's side are often recognized and in p a rtic u la r instances 
are backed by powerful supernatural or p o lit ic a l sanctions, w h ich  may be 
denied at considerable personal risk .
I
An analysis o f the firs t f i l ia l  generation in a number o f compounds shows 
that the dogma stating that ch ild ren  should be g iven to th e ir  parents' s ib lings 
is in many cases a c tu a lly  practised. In those compounds about 25% o f the 
boys and g irls  were liv in g  w ith  parents s ib lings , w h ich  figure  compares w ith  
the figures for Gonfa co llec ted  by E. G oody (1960).
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TABLE I
An analysis o f the firs t f i l ia l  generation in F ifty  e igh t households:
Relationship to Female M a  1 e Total
Household head N o .% N o .% N o . %
W ife 's  b rother's  c h ild 9 5 0 0 9 2
Brother's c h ild 13 7 38 23 51 14
Sister's c h ild 10 5 26 14 36 9
Own c h ild 155 85 119 65 274 75
N o te :-  The Data is from a household census taken in a royal v illa g e  in Western 
D agbon 'by the la te  D r .D . Ta it in the ea rly  nineteen f if t ie s .
It is not u n til we break down the com position o f a number o f households 
accord ing  to the profession or estate o f the head tha t some idea o f the possible 
patterns o f fostering begin to  em erge. For the few figures ind ica te  that pa t­
terns va ry  very much accord ing  to  profession and estate.
* TABLE II
Analysis o f  firs t f i l ia l  generation 
in households c lass ified  accord ing 
to  the profession o f the head:
Households W ife 's  sibs 
ch ild
Brother's
c h ild
Sister's
c h ild
Own
c h ild
Total
Head N o . M F M F M  F M  F M  F
M usic ian  10 0 4 7 2 9 0 • 21 3 37 9
M a llam  7 0 2 . 4 1 0 0 9 13 13 16
Rifleman 9 0 3 3 1 1 1 27 13 31 18
C o u rtie r 9 0 2 5 2 0 0 27 16 32 20
C h ie f 1 0 2 5 0 4 0 6 1 15 3
Total 36 0 13 24 6 14 1 90 46 128 66
N o te :-  This data includes figures from household censuses taken in th.ee 
royal c a p ita ls .
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The data in Table II support the statement that girls are often brought up 
by their fathers' sisters and that both boys and girls may be reared for one reason or 
another by their fathers' brothers. It is in the case of the rearing of sisters' sons that 
the data support the contention that this is not a universally current practice in the 
society but that it is found in particular groups and often associated with recruitment 
of boys to specialist social roles. Thus we see here that only in the musicians' house­
holds (lunsi and godzenema) is there a considerable proportion pf sisters' sons resident.
In fact they comprise about one quarter of the males of the first f i l ia l generation in 
those compounds. The practice of fostering or adoption as a function of modes of 
recruiting members of the musical professions w ill be discussed in more detail elsewhere. 
The statement that royals have considerable claims over the services of their sister's 
and brothers' children is borne out by the single example o f the situation in a chief's 
compound. Traditionally a chief's own sons were a ll sent away to be brought up by 
his title  court offic ia ls, a custom which has still not died out. Siblings' children were 
needed in particular to actf as grass cutters and grooms for the chief's much-prized 
horses.
The figure below shows diagrammatically the linking effects o f fostering 
siblings' children in a system composed of overlapping descending kindreds. The function 
of such a practice as regards maintaining contacts and communications between networks 
of dispersed and mobile kin is easily seen. And it is in fact this aspect of fostering 
which is emphasized by the Dagomba themselves and cases can be described illustrating 
this effect.
Diagram to demonstrate how the practice of fostering both enhances 
sibling solidarity and forges links between kindreds.
A $  = Members of descending kindred B
0  £  = Members of descending kindreds C & D
1 = O irl fostered by Father's sister
2 = Boy fostered by Mother's brother.
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Thus in discussion, the manifest functions o f fostering ch ild ren  by the 
fa ther's  s ib lings are read ily  put fo rw ard . First i t  kn its the fam ily  together more 
c lo se ly , fo r the ch ild ren  then get to know th e ir re la tives and sib lings are linked  
toge the r by rearing each other's ch ild re n . Secondly fostering is practised w ith  
a v ie w  to g iv in g  the c h ild  in to  the charge o f someone who is experienced and 
mature and id e a lly  ab le  to  care for the c h ild  rather than the parents who may 
be too inexperienced and not so prone to spoil the c h ild  or to d isc ip lin e  it  too 
ha rsh ly . A  fu rthe r func tion  o f the p ractice  is that i t  spreads s ib lings ' w e a lth , 
know ledge, sk ills  and prestige amongst th e ir offspring and recruits the ch ild ren  
o f female members o f a k indred to the professions fo llow ed  by th e ir  brothers.
A t the same tim e fostering o f s ib lings ' ch ild ren  gives greater corporate id e n tity  
to  the s ib ling  group and also to  the dispersed k ind red . M oreover i t  provides: 
enduring links between the members o f d iffe re n t kindreds and spec ia lis t groups 
fo r fu ll s ib lings may be reared in d iffe re n t trad itions o f sk ills  and lea rn ing . A 
butcher's bro ther may be a m allam , drummer, barber e tc . So that fostering 
is an im portant mechanism he lp ing to  lin k  k in  who are s p a tia lly , econom ica lly  
and s o c ia lly  separated. It creates m u ltip le  skeins o f ties between groups and 
com m unities.
Any intensive study o f so c ia liza tio n  in Dagbon w i l l  ce rta in ly  need to  
take in to  account the p rac tice  o f k insh ip  fos te ring . Systematic co lle c tio n  o f 
data on th is to p ic  should provide m ateria l not on ly  o f interest in the f ie ld  o f 
c h ild  development but to  k insh ip  theory in general and the structure o f 
func tion in g  o f n o n -u n ilin e a l descent groups in p a rtic u la r.
C . Oppong (M rs.) 
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